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   The traditional method of teaching English in junior high and 
high school in Japan is based on grammar translation, leaving 
students with competency in test taking, but very little 
communicative fluency. If Japanese want to gain communicative 
competence in English, it is essential that they expand their 
cultural boundaries with regards to their English pursuits. 
Certain socio-cultural and educational practices valued by the 
Japanese inhibit their language proficiency. 
   The following aspects of their culture are important for them 
in their everyday life, but work against them in the English 
classroom: 1) Japanese generally fear making mistakes and 
presenting something before it has been perfected; 2) when 
trying to speak English, social self-confidence is already low 
and further threatened; 3) English language education is 
traditionally based on grammar translation and not on 
communicative competence; 4) university is not as demanding as 
university in the West; 5) students are accustomed to teacher-
centered learning in which they assume a passive role.As English 
language instructors in Japanase universities, it is essential 
to be aware of and sensitive to cultural and educational values 
of our students. 
    Teaching English in a Japanese university with the same 
expectations that one might have in a university in the West is 
a source of frustration and possible failure for many 
professional English instructors. If awareness and acceptance 
of cross-cultural differences are carefully considered when 
planning your classes, you will be better equipped to meet the 
needs of your students by taking advantage of their strengths 
and respecting, yet challenging their weaknesses in language 
 learning. 
    My intention is not to invalidate specific behavior or 
overall education in Japan, but to show how aspects of Japanese 
culture inhibit reaching communicative competence in the English
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language. As educators, we have a responsibility to help 
students learn how to learn . 
   Institutional and socialized behaviors in Japan
, and why 
these factors inhibit English language proficiency will be 
explored in this paper . Suggestions that teachers can implement 
in the classroom to help teach students learn new ways of 
learning will also be offered .
 SOCIALIZED BEHAVIOR THAT INHIBITS LANGUAGE  LEARNING 
    Socio-cultural values are guidelines for communication and 
interaction within a society . Without them a society would 
crumble. The guidelines vary in content and flexibility from 
society to society, but in Japanese culture where "fitting in" 
and group harmony through proper behavior are emphasized these 
values are particularly important and stringently adhered to . 
   Typical behavior in the classroom may be misinterpreted by
Western teachers as rude or inappropriate if teachers lack 
understanding of Japanese communication values . Behaviors 
considered appropriate and polite by Japanese can often 
frustrate a non-Japanese teacher . Some of these behaviors 
include students 1) conferring with each other before answering 
a question; 2) allowing excessive lag time between teacher's 
question and student's answer; 3) speaking so quietly that no 
one can hear and when the teacher asks them to repeat they 
confer with their classmate because they think they have given a 
wrong answer; 4) lack of initiative in the class; 5) not 
requesting clarification even when they don't understand and 6) 
culturally passive behavior . 
   There are 2 main personality traits I will discuss that 
underly the above-mentioned classroom behaviors . They are low 
self-esteem in relation to English language and students lack of 
taking risks for fear of making a mistake .
   Although we cannot change the students previous years of 
English education, we can help them take advantage of and feel 
good about what they have learned. The students have succeeded 
at learning English for the  purpose of test taking . They can 
read and write better than they can speak or comprehend speech
.
—70—
This required many hours of study and memorization. These 
traits should be affirmed and utilized in the classroom in order 
to build on what they know and to help them build their self-
confidence in relation to English. 
   Self-confidence is an essential part of carrying out most 
tasks in life. "Without some degree of self-esteem, self-
confidence, knowledge of yourself, and belief in your own 
capabilities for that activity" (Brown 1987:101) you cannot be 
successful at any task, including language learning. After 6 
years of English study resulting in little to no communicative 
competence, the Japanese students confidence with regards to 
their English capabilities is understandably low. 
Taking Risks and Making Mistakes 
   Risk-taking is another behavioral factor which is an 
essential component of gaining communicative competence in a 
language. Risk-taking can be a threat to anyone in any culture 
because we don't know the outcome of our action and may fear 
making a mistake. Making a mistake is not a comfortable 
situation for most people. It threatens our ego and can cause 
us to be critical of ourselves and criticized by others, thus 
lowering our self-esteem. The fear Japanese have of making a 
mistake, however, is comparatively high. Teachers and students 
may be aware of the students need to perfect something before 
presenting it in public, but in the language classroom, this is 
a detriment to learning. As Brown states, 
     "We test out hypotheses about language learning by trial 
      and many errors . . . If we never ventured to speak 
      a sentence until we were absolutely certain of its total 
      correctness, we would likely never communicate productively 
      at all." (Brown 1987:104) 
Therefore, in the language learning class, it is essential for 
the teacher to focus first on creating an environment where the 
students feel safe to experiment with the  language and make 
mistakes. 
EDUCATIONAL CONSIDERATIONS 
   Japanese students  _tiave been trained to learning language 
through grammar translation. As educators, we have a
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responsibility to help them learn English through other means . 
Students may be surprised to enter a language class in which a 
foreign teacher employs different methods . If we make our 
intentions clear that we want to help them move beyond mere 
manipulation of the language and more toward proficiency and use 
of the language, we may succeed in teaching them new ways to 
learn. 
    Upon entering university, Japanese students have had 
compulsory English for a minimum of 6 years in junior high and 
high school. By the end of junior high school alone they have 
studied English for over 300 hours . (Wadden 1993:28) After 6 
years of language education one would hope the student would be 
somewhat proficient and not panic when someone does speak to 
him/her in English. But this is not the case with Japanese 
students. Many of my students have asked me with shame and 
 confusion,  .  .  ."why can't I speak English even though I've 
studied for 6 years?" I quickly remind them (as I often have to 
remind myself even after teaching in a Japanese university for 2 
years) that they have learned English for testing, not for 
communication. In junior high and high school Japanese students 
are usually taught grammar translation and often taught by 
teachers who themselves can't speak English. They are not 
taught to use the language to communicate, but only to 
manipulate it in order to pass exams which are designed 
specifically to test their grammar skills. 
   Fortunately, the Ministry of Education has responded to the 
desires and needs of the Japanese people by introducing a 
requirement to teach new subjects called Oral Communication A, B 
and C in junior high and high schools . One hour of instruction 
per week geared toward communicative competence will be required 
in addition to current English language classes . This change 
will begin in 1994 (Aiga 1990:143) . This is a move in the right 
direction, not only toward building communicative skills , but 
also toward building self-confidence in the students' language 
learning ability. 
 English as a  Foreign  Langnaae 
   Teaching English in a university in Japan, where English is 
not the official language, presents different obstacles than
teaching English in a country where English is the language used 
for everyday interaction, business and government. In the 
latter case, the learner may see no immediate application or 
need for learning English other than to earn credits toward 
graduation. The only English that the student hears or uses is 
probably in class for those brief 90 to 180 minutes/week. 
Motivation is often lacking in such a required course. The 
genuinely motivated students, however, face a great task. They 
are not only studying English as a foreign language, but they 
are also battling 6 years of English language instruction which 
left them with little, if any, communicative competence. 
The Role of University in Japan 
    University students study rigorously to pass a highly 
competitive entrance exam. They often take up to 10 exams to 
assure their entrance into at least one. As most students and 
faculty readily admit, once a student enters the university 
graduation is almost assured. The requirements in their classes 
are not as demanding as most universities in the West. The 
university is not a place for studying academics or learning a 
specific skill as much as it is for getting a degree that will 
in turn land them a job with a decent company. The university is 
a place for toning social skills, developing oneself, and 
enjoying a few years of reprieve from the rigorous demands of 
study in the past and the responsibilities of full-time work 
that will follow graduation. It's accepted that the company is 
responsible for training its employees for the specific skills 
needed. 
    Though university is a time of relative reprieve, students 
are quite busy taking 13 to 20 courses, joining clubs, working 
part-time, and commuting up to 4 hours per day. With such a 
busy schedule, something has to be sacrificed. With the 
understanding of the faculty and society at large, it's the 
classes that are often sacrificed, receiving less attention as a 
 result. 
 Teacher-Centered   Learning vs. Student-Centered  Learning
 Education in the West is based on Socratic educational 
tradition which emphasizes dialectic interaction between
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 students and instructor. It values a person who initiates , 
challenges the teacher, asks for clarification if there is 
misunderstanding, and ultimately takes an active part in what 
happens in the classroom. 
    The Confucian-Japanese tradition, however, emphasizes a 
relationship between master (teacher) and student in which 
student takes a passive role . What the teacher says is not to 
be questioned, but to be memorized. Education in the Confucian 
tradition is part and parcel of social development . 
    Although memorization is a component of language learning , 
the learner must also interact with the language and other 
people in order to reach a level of communicative competence. 
In the language class particularly, active participation and 
interaction must be a part of the students role . This is a 
challenge for the Japanese student because it is culturally 
contrary to the Confucian-Japanese tradition . 
PRACTICAL CLASSROOM APPLICATIONS 
   In the following portion I will look at practical methods 
that can help make the classroom a safe place to experiment with 
language. I will focus on practical applications that deal 
specifically with building students self-esteem in regards to 
English and with their fear of making mistakes . 
   When introducing new ways of learning in the Japanese 
classroom, it is essential to keep in mind students' socio-
cultural and educational values. We don't want to throw away or 
de-value their past educational training and cultural 
background. We do, however, want to encourage them to employ 
new ways of learning language that go beyond their traditional 
language learning training. After 6 years of English education 
and little communicative competence, this must be one goal of 
the university classroom. 
   An exercise that can be used when teaching a reading passage 
or text is to ask the students to read and underline the words 
they understand rather than the words they don't understand . 
Then ask the students to work in groups and to formulate their 
idea of what the text is saying. This helps them build on their 
existing knowledge and take an active role in deciphering the 
meaning of a text.
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   The same can be done with a listening exercise. The students 
listen to a dialog or lecture and individually or in groups, 
write down words that they hear. Each group then guesses the 
main idea of the listening and writes 2-3 statements about what 
might have been said. Listen a second time and confirm the topic 
and nature of the conversation or lecture. 
    The activities above attempt to build self-confidence by 
reinforcing what the students know in a non-threatening way. As 
they begin to realize they have a reservoir of English 
knowledge, they may eventually be able to access and develop it. 
   Total Physical Response (TPR), developed by Asher is a well-
known method used in language classrooms. The students are 
simply required to listen and gesture the action. TPR exercises 
can help students in the beginning stages of language learning. 
These exercises can be used to help relax the students and to 
build a non-threatening atmosphere in the classroom. This is 
essential if we want to encourage students to take risks and 
become more proficient with the English language. I refer the 
reader to Romijn and Seely's book "Live Action English" for a 
variety of TPR activities. 
   Methodology from Krashen and Terrell's Natural Approach 
theory can greatly help reduce the "affective filter" or stress 
level in a classroom. It can also help students build on what 
they already know, thus increasing self-esteem. Their method 
includes a "silent period" for beginners (or false beginners as 
are many Japanese learners) during which time they receive 
comprehensible input based on what they already know. The 
rationale is ". . .at the beginning level of language learning 
. . . comprehensible input is essential for triggering the 
acquisition of language." (Brown 1987:164) 
   One application based on Krashen and Terrell's theory is to 
work with simple "yes/no" questions at the beginning of a term 
with students. The teacher asks a question about someone in 
class. For example: "Am I (teacher) wearing a dress?" "Is 
Noriko wearing a black coat?" "Is Koji wearing blue jeans?" 
"Yes" , "no" or "I don't know" is all that is required of them. 
This not only enables students to begin to learn each other's
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names, but can also reduce anxiety in the classroom by giving 
students time to adjust to you and spoken English without having 
to be responsible for too much. 
   A variation on the above activity is to give the students 2 
minutes to look around the room  (or at a picture) remembering as 
many details as they can. They then close their eyes (or remove 
the picture) and the teacher asks the same type of questions as 
above. The game element lowers inhibitions, resulting in the 
students taking risks and guessing at answers. 
CONCLUSION 
   Teaching in a Japanese university is rewarding if we have 
realistic expectations of our students based on awareness and 
acceptance of socio-cultural and educational differences. What 
can we expect as non-Japanese instructors teaching English in a 
Japanese university? We do not have to lower our expectations 
when teaching in a Japanese university, but we do have to change 
our expectations and perhaps emphasis in the class. University 
students are dealing with years of educational and socio-
cultural training that influence their actions in the classroom 
and their success at language proficiency. Teachers can help 
students modify their behavior in the classroom and guide them 
toward language proficiency. 
   Behavior is hard to change, however, particularly when the 
very behavior we want them to modify in class is behavior that 
is valued in their life outside the classroom. We cannot expect 
to see immediate changes in their proficiency or classroom 
behavior, but if we work with their strengths while challenging 
their weaknesses, there is room for success. If we have a true 
interest in helping the students learn and we keep our own 
expectations in check, we will avoid frustration and failure. 
    By introducing students to new ways of language learning a 
seed has been planted which the students will carry with them. 
Students are the future parents, educators, administrators and 
bureaucrats, so we never know . . . maybe we are impacting the 
future of English education in Japan even if we don't see 
immediate changes in our own students.
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